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Abstract 
In the following paper we will offer several arguments for the inclusion in the training programs for future teachers the topic of 
the complexity of the violence generated by the school system. For this purpose we will put forward the concepts of symbolic 
violence and institutional violence in order to analyse how school environment is affected through mechanisms generated by 
school itself. Thus, imposing the values of the dominant culture could bring to a disadvantage a certain category of students by 
not acknowledging socio-cultural particularities, through inequalities or even through exclusion to education. On the other hand, 
even the paideutic act can be perceived as violent, through the organization of the educational process, through the mechanisms 
generated by school evaluation, through labelling and discrimination or through the manner in which the teacher establishes 
authority. It is important for adults training for a career in education to be aware of the mechanisms that make the school system 
to be perceived as a form of symbolic violence by certain students and parents.  
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1. Introduction 
The problematic of school violence and educational communication are important themes tackled in the teacher 
training course provided by the university. Since school’s mission is to train, it is difficult to mention the school 
environment as a possible factor of school violence. In the school context, the sources of violence should not be 
 
 
* Corresponding author : Tel.: +4 0230 216147/ 146 
E-mail address: elena.bujorean@usv.ro 
© 2014 Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Alexandru Ioan Cuza University.
634   Elena Bujorean /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  142 ( 2014 )  633 – 639 
looked for only in the actors of the educational space, but also within the school climate or in the educational 
practices or policies. Research has lately uncovered new tendencies in the way violence manifests itself in 
contemporary schools: the shift from direct and obvious physical violence to subtler forms in the shape of a 
symbolic type of violence, located within the values promoted, the type of relationships within the school 
environment and the imposition of certain models of behaviour. Henry (2000:18), while choosing an integrative 
definition of violence in school, remarks upon the fact that the execution of an act of force in order to systematically 
limit one’s ability to reach a higher level of development and to express one’s own humanity as well as ignoring 
abilities and interests different from ours represent “damaging effects of repression”. 
In the opinion of Bourdieu and Passeron (1977:187), any type of pedagogical action whatsoever represents 
objectively speaking a kind of symbolic violence since, unavoidably, „pedagogical work” entails imposing a cultural 
model. By power of symbolic violence we mean „any kind of power that manages to impose meanings as normal, 
ignoring the force which actually represents its basis”. When we refer to violence we talk about certain actions that 
imply an imposition of force, a power over certain groups or individuals. In symbolic violence the meanings and 
reports of significance refer to what is being imposed to the receivers (individuals, social groups).  
Education uses various forms of communication and selective practices. According to Ball (1990:5) “out of all 
the possible things that could be said, only a handful is actually said. In other words, not everything is 
communicated and the manner in which ideas are or are not expressed implies certain values”. Educational institutes 
monitor the access that individuals have over certain types of speech. The culture which creates the purpose of the 
pedagogical action is necessary, as it is inevitably tied to certain social, political and economic conditions, but, at the 
same time it is arbitrary, as it does not draw any basis from a universal principle but from an objective report of 
force.  
2. Education as Violence 
 For many children education is perceived as aggression. This is first of all because for some children the culture 
taught in schools makes no sense as they are unable to see any possible connexions whatsoever between learning 
new cultural codes and social mobility. Even if their parents claim, for example, that it is important to undergo a 
certain education in order to become professionally accomplished or to have a higher standard of living, children are 
not easily convinced of that. If intellectual preoccupations do not form an important part of the family environment, 
children cannot receive the will to make a cognitive effort. “To enjoy school would mean in this case to deny and 
even reject their parents or, at least, their culture” (Harber, 2004: 161). 
The absence of compatibility between the cultural model of the family and the cultural model of the school has 
been defined through the concept of “symbolic violence”, created by Pierre Bourdieu. The notion refers to the 
situation when the culture in schools shatters the values and certitudes the child has gained through family 
socialization; thus, the culture from schools – when it promotes values sensitively different from those specific to 
the cultural family code – can show the child that the world he has been living in is just one of many, making the 
cultural-axiological frames represented by the parents’ values lose their meaning. The school is an institution that 
promotes a specific type of culture (the ideology of the dominant groups), with specific values and this 
characteristics of the school culture could affect the ability to adapt in students coming from families which promote 
visibly different cultural models (such as in the case of the Romani population). For other children, the school 
culture is not hostile or strange, but they still perceive the daily organisation of school work as a threat and as 
something limiting. It is threatening because children are permanently put in the position of being judged, of having 
to live up to expectations, thus always facing the risk of failure and of being discredited. It is limiting because it 
imposes schedules, habits, rules, suppressing their liberty to move and, most of all, imposing organised tasks of 
listening, memorizing, writing etc. 
School violence is mostly symbolic: “It is a constant moral and psychological pressure over the students in order 
to obtain their adherence, their attention and their desire to work (Perrenoud, 1991:3). Of course, we really do want 
future adults to possess a discipline for mental or physical efforts, but this important goal cannot be reached when 
students are told they have to accumulate as much information as possible without proving first the relevance and 
applicability of all that knowledge. Some students perceive the pressure of obtaining good grades in order to pass 
the various stages of education as violent, whereas others build up resistance strategies by learning “techniques of 
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hunting for grades”. To the definition of symbolic violence given in the previous quote, we could also add the 
constant pressure of reaching high educational standards, regardless of individual interests and abilities.   
There are, of course, children glad to be going to school who obviously have an intrinsic motivation to learn. An 
uncertain majority just submits without actually suffering, passing from moments of boredom or rebellion to 
moments of enthusiasm and adhesion. Also in French literature we find the term institutional violence that describes 
this sort of violence typical to the school system. Thus, depending on the responsibility of the production of 
violence, within the number of types of violence found within the school system, we can talk about institutional 
violence and non-institutional violence (Defrance in NeamĠu, 2003:35). School violence can be interpreted as 
institutional violence in the sense that the damage is produced through the function of school rules, stemming from 
organisational structures and the status of an institution of power. 
NeamĠu (2003) enumerates the following sources of institutional violence: authority in the educational 
relationship, the disparity between the aspirations/values of the students and the offer/practice of the school, the 
injustice of the teacher, the competition between students, the role in selecting the school.  
In Anglo-Saxon research texts the term systemic violence is used. Epp and Watkinson (1997) have defined 
systemic violence in schools as being represented by “any kind of practical or institutional procedure that has an 
impact over individuals or groups by burdening them psychologically, mentally, culturally, spiritually, economically 
or physically.” With an almost similar meaning we have in Romanian psycho-pedagogical texts Hăvârneanu and 
AmorăriĠei (2001:98) proposing the notion of “intra-generated aggressiveness.” In the authors’ opinion intra-
generated aggressiveness implies any kind of aggressiveness manifesting itself within the closed society of the 
classroom or any kind of aggressiveness that would have been impossible without the existence of the classroom or 
of any other place with a similar function, favourable to the genesis of this kind of aggressiveness. 
Using also the sources of institutional violence described by NeamĠu (2001, 2003), we will try to show other 
school realities that could generate symbolic violence. This analysis will allow us to answer two very important 
questions: Is there any symbolic violence (in the sense meant by P. Perrenoud) in the real curriculum? Can we 
always avoid symbolic violence? The answer to these questions will ultimately allow us to reflect upon educational 
means of combating symbolic violence in order to increase the quality of the relationship between teachers and 
students. 
Abuse of authority in the pedagogical relationship teacher-student 
“Education is the action performed by adult generations over the generations that are as yet unprepared for 
social life. its purpose is to develop in the child a multitude of physical, moral and intellectual states demanded by 
society as a whole”(Durkeim, in Cucoú, 1997). Some tend to believe that in this context one could very well define 
adult’s aggressiveness over the child, that of the savant over the ignorant or of maturity over infantilism. However, 
while immaturity presupposes dependence on an adult, we should not look upon it as a lack, taking the adult age as a 
yardstick. Ignoring the comparison, one could say that “immaturity is a positive capacity or force – the force of 
growing”. 
 Through its declared intention, education, as well as the educators themselves, can replace the will of the 
educated going with the implicit assumption that the latter does not know what is good for him. Within the 
aggressiveness typical of the didactic act, pedagogical authority appears as a force of symbolic violence. 
Overwhelmed by the teacher’s power, the student will fervently feel the need to protest and when this right will be 
denied to him, he will answer the teacher with silence, while the “abandonment” of the student will be met with the 
“engorgement” of the teacher. 
As an intentioned influence, education cannot steal away student’s freedom. The freedom necessary in the 
classroom does not imply contesting the authority, but the capacity of self-governing the student reaches through 
taking on responsibilities in order to reach his full potential. “Education, freedom and discipline are organically 
conditioned and one cannot speak about freedom unless one can assume individual discipline through education” 
(Dewey, 1972:5). 
Under these circumstances, the idea that the student cannot and should not be an authority is prejudiced. As a 
matter of fact, after the fall of Communism in Romania, teachers have lost their unique positions, having to accept 
the presence of other elements of power: the students, the parents, the Media. For some teachers, accepting students 
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and parents as educational partners has been a true psychological milestone. Freedom is originally the basis of a 
“good submission”. It implies a certain maturity that is derived from good guidance and excellent instructing. There 
are teachers who, because of their lack of persuasive means rely on less efficient and beneficial means: threats and 
punishments. Such means hinder the communication between teacher and student, leading to the rejection of the 
informative message, but they can also cause discouragement, leading to the creation of an inferiority complex. 
The disparity between the aspirations and values of the students and the school offer 
NeamĠu (2003) analyses potential frustrating situations lived by the students in school due to the difference of 
opinion between teachers and students regarding the type of discipline, the type of teacher and the different vallues 
reprted to the school system. Thus, stdents desire a type of discipline based on negotiation, that would take into 
account their capacity for self-reliance, whereas teachers prefer a style based on surveilance and excessive 
domination, in order to consolidate their power and authority. 
Research indicates that students desire understanding teachers, who can be open minded and ready to talk, 
capable of personalising the pedagogical relationship. The absence of communication in teachers, is perceived by 
students either as indifference (which ignores the students’ need for affection), or as a strategy of cementing the 
authority of the teacher (ùoitu, 2001). 
The teacher’s personality – including his affective ability – can offer stimulating psychological realities or, on the 
contrary, can bring about frustrations and inhibitions. Thus, a form of resistance to the pedagogical message is 
formed, due to the fact that this addresses generally only the cognitive channel, completely ignoring the affective 
and motivational component in the students’ personality. School resistance implies an adaptive strategy, a way to 
succeed in the classroom, sometimes by refusing the norms and values specific to the school culture. Students 
contest them because they realise that the values and actions of the school are incompatible with the world they live 
in. Another possible cause for the strategy of school resistance can be the stress teachers place on conformity and on 
the commitment to obtain academic acquisitions that seem to some students irrelevant for their present as well as 
their future. Through these characteristics, school and its culture are largely perceived as inhibiting. The natural 
reaction to this kind of restraining is the disturbance of the educational activity or even aggression towards school 
staff and school vandalism.  
The students’ resistance can be an attempt to open up a dialogue and defend their fragile, still forming identity in 
a world that tends to doubt students’ knowledge in regards to their own needs. 
In some cases, students’ resistance may be the result of the patriarchal attitude that seems to be present in many 
of the social services, including public schools: “the pastoral care in schools is based on the “personal”knowledge 
of the student, thus offering the help of dealing with their own problems.however, in some cases, there are other 
agenst involved. What seems to be a compassionate sympathy for a certain child is in fact an attempt tosocialize 
„the deviant”.pastoral care becomes thus an infusion of an „expressive order”. It is often said that teachers work in 
the students’ best interests, but usually pastoral care assures directly the structure, discipline and vallues of a 
school.(Sarup apud Goldstein, 2005). 
In other words, we, as adults involved in young people’s lives, too often decide on what we believe they need 
without taking into account what they might say. Moreover, whenever they communicate their needs to us, we 
express doubt even after these needs and desires have been clarified.  
When students resist, the symbolic power of the institution is in many cases capable of silencing the protests by 
justifying their policies. Even the policies against violence have been named in some studies forms of institutional 
violence as they have silenced the student, the parent and the voices of the community, telling them what they were 
supposed to believe and feel regarding certain phenomena of school violence. Such policies, as R. Goldstein (2005), 
shows, are an expression of institutional violence because they expose students who do not respect certain norms to 
labelling (deviants, delinquents etc.). Many students who have suffered failures in school and have been negatively 
labelled have engaged in antisocial behaviours during adulthood. Schools contribute to delinquency (Henry, 2000) 
when they label the problems of young people, when they fail to help them integrate into the school environment 
certain students who have had a difficult educational start.  
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Evaluation 
Schools are now more and more competitive with more frequent examinations than any other branch of the 
society. Teachers and students are not treated as individual human beings with multiple dimensions to their lives and 
stages of learning, but as merchandise in a process of production that may be subjected to “quality control” through 
testing (Harber, 2004).  
The function of selection and orientation fulfilled by school evaluation could hold a series of inequalities. 
Individuals with high status use school in order to maintain their dominant position, demanding higher diplomas for 
prestigious positions: these “crediting” cannot be obtained except through following certain educational steps which 
are becoming longer and longer and by passing more and more difficult examinations which individuals from 
disadvantaged categories find it difficult to face. Moreover, through the dissimulation of the ties between the 
obtained qualifications and the cultural capital inherited through the nature of the social context, this mechanism 
offers a practical justification to the established order. This allows individuals that benefit most from the system to 
be convinced of their own value, at the same time preventing those who benefit less to understand the reasons 
behind these restrictions. On the other hand, M. Foucault shows that evaluations and exams bring about an entire 
mechanism that ties a means of showing power to a certain way of gaining knowledge. “Examinations combine the 
techniques of hierarchic surveillance and those of sanction that sets the norm. It is a norm-setting perspective, a 
kind of surveillance which allows defining, classifying and punishing. At an individual level it brings about a 
visibility in which individuals are differentiated and sanctioned. (Foucault, 1997: 266). 
The examination that situates the individual in a field of surveillance also places them in a scripted net, making of 
each individual a “case” that at the same time represents both a way to knowledge and a support for power. In the 
didactic environment forgetting is a sin, a lack, an “indication of retardation” (Mihalache, 2012:21). School 
evaluations offer the most significant gratifications against forgetting. They doom both teachers and students to 
“learn by heart” ignoring the effective use of memory. It can be noticed that it is exactly this current informational 
boom, the abundance of new notions from syllabuses and textbooks that does not offer a lot of chances for revision 
and consolidation.  
Formative evaluations can be perceived by students as being just as violent because they lead to competition, 
classification and comparing. Perrenoud (1991:4-5) enumerates some of the reasons why formative evaluation has 
been shown to have a restricting effect: 
x The first has to do with the ambivalence of the teacher; one needs faith and a considerable force to do without 
these formidable engines offered by competition, by the will to overcome the others, to distinguish oneself; “one 
could refuse the superficial trifles (excellence prizes, honour prizes, good grades), but at the same time other 
forms of superiority would be valued (the feeling of grandeur, self-esteem, reputation) which are considered far 
nobler”. 
x Even if the teacher does not encourage competitiveness, he still teaches within a school system in which this 
practice persists as a rule in which a selection depending on merits is used. Students and parents would be far too 
optimistic to ignore the reality of the workings of the schools and of the social system. 
x Students, even from their youngest years, enter in a competition with each other in all sorts of situations. Who 
will be the bravest, the strongest, the fastest, the funniest, the most elegant. The school does not invent 
excellence hierarchies and distinction strategies. The only thing it does is to acknowledge them, offering them 
new fields of action. 
x Certain excellence hierarchies taking place in a classroom are acknowledged and even encouraged by the 
teacher: each evaluation taking place in a formal or informal space examines the acquisitions and behaviour, 
indicating the teacher’s expectations as well as those of the school system: punctuality, hard work, concentration, 
precision, order, organisational skills, participation, honesty, humour, loyalty, enthusiasm, politeness, good 
spirits, that all add to the knowledge and skills pretended through the macro-structural  and micro-structural 
purposes of the school. Some children, those that have the ability, engage themselves in the competition for 
moral or intellectual excellence, following the norms imposed by the teacher. Others (or even a part of the 
former who play both sides) engage themselves in a competition for other types of social recognition, ones 
ignored or disapproved by the teacher: physical force, sexual experience, or, more generally, knowledge of life, 
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the art of cheating, insolence, the taste of risk-taking, the ability to cope, the ease of taking part in certain 
relationship games, leadership spirit, seduction. 
Last but not least, Perrenoud, remarks that formative evaluation presupposes a sort of humility, the admittance of 
one’s own failures and of the things that have not been understood. In order to avoid this effect, many times an 
explicit or implicit plea for help is necessary, founded on the discovery of a failure or an inability. “I can’t do it. 
How should I solve this”. Even from early childhood, children receive within the family and not only a different 
kind of message altogether. They very quickly learn to hide their incompetence, adopting the principle: Everything 
said can be used against you!  
Learning in school is focused only exclusively on success in exams and gaining the means of doing this. The 
focus on efficiency, cognitive excellence are not attitudes meant to encourage and use teachers’ effort in order to 
form the basis competences – through a differentiated training – of the children with learning difficulties. What is 
even more serious – as it is revealed by a study made by ISE Bucharest, focusing on the problematic of violence – is 
the feeling of failure induced by an overabundance of information in school and the failure to provide the necessary 
assistance. These school practices that are not derived from a solid knowledge of child psychology and the 
pedagogical principles of building knowledge have been labelled as forms of “child abuse and exploitation for the 
self-image of the school” (Jigău, 2006). 
3. Conclusions 
School is no longer considered a sanctuary or a childhood safe haven where the comfort and confidence of the 
main actors can be easily established. Nevertheless, it is in order to build such a space that we must work hard, as 
learning has no sense outside socialization – of the integration in culture and language. Then, the protection 
expected to be provided by the adults is vital for those entering the classrooms with high hopes, with the purpose of 
being guided through the mysteries of science and the miracle of life.  
From the perspective of awareness of the mechanisms involved in symbolic violence, it is important that, 
through the initial and ongoing training programs for teachers to reveal also more subtle forms of violence that 
affect the educational climate: 
x Abuse of authority in the teacher-student relationship; 
x Preferential or discriminatory treatment depending on the student’s belonging to a certain social category (shown 
while registering for school, while being sent to a class, a group, during evaluation); 
x Failure to acknowledge the bio-psycho-socio-cultural diversity (lack of support for students with special needs or 
for those socio-culturally disadvantaged, the imposition of certain large educational standards for all students, 
labelling students). 
For this purpose the following educational directions would play an important part in the training of future teachers: 
x Educational communication that would make teachers aware and try to avoid messages that could lead to 
inequality of opportunities between students of different categories: from urban versus rural environment; girls-
boys; categories possessing various advantages (material, cultural, social, symbolic)-disadvantaged categories; 
x School management which would examine factors that are tied to the school environment, the didactic process, 
the organisation and functioning of the school, the personality of the teachers involved in the propagation of 
symbolic violence in school. While evaluating situations of educational crisis we have to take into account also 
the hypothesis or the correlation between the students’ direct violence and the frustration caused by the 
mechanisms of the school organisational system; 
x The pedagogy of diversity which has its basis in the culture of acknowledgement should emphasise the value of 
different cultures. Without special training, teachers fail to act accordingly in front of cultural diversity. Often 
within Romanian schools we are witnesses to a naive interculturality and a folklore presentation of cultural 
differences. The presentation of these diversities becomes a spectacle that works only to disguise the unchanged 
power relationships between groups. Although most teachers are essentially well-meaning, affirming all children 
are equal and that there exist no differences between them (Nedelcu, 2005), in reality most of them ignore the 
differences between children, establishing the perspective of the majority as a norm, implicitly and without any 
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negotiation whatsoever and applying it to everyone. Instruction is anchored in reality: it starts from the students’ 
own life experiences and considers these relevant. It is time we started to admit that the social experience of the 
child is valid and significant and that it should be shown to the child that it is valid and significant. If the culture 
of the teacher is to become a part of the child’s awareness, then the culture of the child should first become a 
part of the teacher’s awareness. But if the context of learning, the examples and textbooks are not capable of 
utilising the child’s imagination, or developing curiosity and urge for discovery within the family and 
community, then the child will not feel “at home” in the educational world;  
x The Ethics of school evaluations which is based on the principle of non-discrimination and care for students. 
Although, through the analysed factors, all tied to the structure of the didactic process we have demonstrated that 
violence is a part of education, a more challenging task for further investigative attempts would be to find answers to 
the following questions: Can we avoid symbolic/institutional violence? Is there a possible tie between symbolic 
violence and the physical and verbal violence that the children engage in school? How can teachers be trained better 
in order to avoid violence in schools and improve the quality of the relationship between students or between 
students and the school staff?  
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